
Obituary

She made her MARC
H e n rie tte  A vram  d ie d  at 86 on 

A p r il 22 in M ia m i. She was a 
system s an a lys t w h o  c rea te d  

the m ethod o f trans fo rm ing  m illio n s  o f 
L ibrary o f Congress cata log cards in to  a 
searchable e lec tron ic  database. W ith  the 
in troduc tion  o f technology, lib ra riansh ip  
becam e in fo rm a tion  science.

K now n to  lib ra ria n s  as M AR C , fo r 
M ach ine  Readable C ata loging, her sys­
tem  is n o w  the  w o r ld w id e  standard. It 
was adopted in 1973, tw o  years after it 
becam e the US standard. Her w o rk  fo r­
ever changed the re lationship o f a library 
to its users, and the re la tionsh ip  o f geog­
raphy to in fo rm a tio n , m aking it possible 
to search the ho ld ings o f libraries th o u ­
sands o f m iles away. Her w o rk  encod ing  
and organ is ing data fo r transm ission also 
helped set the stage for the deve lopm ent 
o f the Internet, said Beacher W iggins, the 
director o f acquisitions and b ib liog raph ic  
access at the Library o f Congress.

H enrie tte  Regina Davidson was born 
in M anhattan on O c to be r 1919. She be­
gan p re m ed ica l studies at H u n te r C o l­
lege, and in 1941 m arried H erbert M ois

A vram  (p ro n o u n ce d  A H -v ru m ). In the 
early 1950s, after her husband took a job  
w ith  the N a tion a l S ecurity Agency, she 
m oved to  the W ash ing to n  area, s tudy­
ing m athem atics at George W ashing ton 
University. In 1952, she too  jo in e d  NSA, 
w here  she learned co m p u te r p ro g ra m ­
m ing; she later w o rked  fo r D a ta tro l, an 
ea rly  so ftw a re  com pany. In 1965, she 
jo in e d  the  L ib ra ry  o f Congress, w here  
she was pu t in charge o f the M ARC p ilo t 
pro ject.

It was not a jo b  fo r the fa in t-hearted. 
The ca ta lo g u e  c o m p ris e d  m il l io n s  o f 
item s -  books, maps, film s , sound re­
cord ings and m ore -  in hundreds o f lan ­
guages, m any using non-R om an a lph a ­
bets. The cards fo r each item  con ta ined  
m any discrete pieces o f in fo rm a tio n  (in ­
c lu d in g  author, title , pub lisher and place 
o f p u b lic a tio n ), each o f w h ic h  needed 
to be represented by a separate m a th ­
e m a tic a l a lg o r ith m . The p i lo t  p ro je c t 
was fin ish e d  in 1968 and from  1969, 
b ib lio g ra p h ic  records on m agnetic  tape 
w ere d ispa tched to libraries around the 
country.

H enrie tte  Avram  retired from  the L i­
brary o f Congress in 1992 after 26 years 
o f service. She had been LC's first d ire c ­
tor for processing systems, networks, and 
au tom a tio n  p la n n in g  in 1980, becam e 
assistant lib ra rian  fo r processing service 
in 1983 and associate lib ra rian  fo r c o l­
lection  services in 1989.

She re ce ive d  n u m e ro u s  ho no u rs , 
in c lu d in g  the  A m e ric a n  L ib ra ry  A sso­
c ia tion 's  1971 M argare t M ann C ita tion  
in C a ta lo g in g  and  C la s s if ic a tio n , the  
1988 Joseph W  L ip p in c o tt A w ard , and 
the  1990  John H u m p h ry /F o re s t Press 
A w ard. She also was nam ed an ho no r­
ary fe llo w  in 1987 by the  In te rna tiona l 
Federation o f L ib ra ry  A ssoc ia tions and 
Institu tions and was aw arded H onorary  
Life M em bersh ip  in the ALA at the Asso­
cia tion 's  1997 A nnua l C onference.

Adapted from the San Francisco Chronicle 
article by Margalit Fox, 4 May 2006, 
http://www.sfgate.com/ and the Ameri­
can Libraries Association 'ALA Online', 
April 2006, http://www.ala.org/ala/ 
alonline/currentnews/newsarchive/ 
2006abc/april2006ab/avram.htm.
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